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In Memoriam
“The Great Dissenter”: Ruth Bader Ginsburg
and the Fight for Equality
By Celeste Nunez and Jacqulyne R. Anton
Generalizations about “the way women are,”
estimates of what is appropriate for most women,
no longer justify denying opportunity to women
whose talent and capacity place them outside the
average description.
- United States Supreme Court Associate Justice Ruth Bader
Ginsburg, majority opinion, United States v. Virginia, 518 US 515
(4th Cir. 1996).1

On September 18, 2020, the United States Supreme Court lost one
of the most influential Justices of the late twentieth and early
twenty-first century. Ruth Bader Ginsburg (1933–2020) passed
away due to complications of metastatic pancreatic cancer at her
home in Washington, D.C., at the age of eighty-seven. Regarded as
a feminist icon, Justice Ginsburg made significant strides in the
fight for gender and racial equality throughout her legal career. In
June of 1993, Ginsburg accepted her nomination to the United
States Supreme Court by then-President Bill Clinton where she

1

United States v. Virginia, 518 US 515 (4th Cir. 1996).
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served as the second female justice and the second Jewish justice.2
Over time, Justice Ginsburg earned the moniker “The Great
Dissenter” for her infamous dissenting opinions on United States
Supreme Court cases.3 She was also notorious for her views on
racial and gender equality, in which she believed that the law was
gender-blind and that all groups were entitled to equal rights.
Through her legal career, including her twenty-seven-year
term as a United States Supreme Court Justice, Justice Ginsburg
continued advocating and fighting for gender equality until her
final days. She became known as “Notorious RBG” on many
social media platforms due to her dissenting opinion on Shelby
County v. Holder, 570 US 529 (2013). This case was a crucial civil
rights suit that overturned part of the Voting Rights Act of 1965,
making it illegal for states to require literacy tests and other
methods of discrimination that barred African American citizens
from voting.4 After a law student referred to her as “Notorious
RBG” in an online post praising Justice Ginsburg for her dissent to
the ruling in which she defended voting rights, she became a pop
culture icon.5 Though she initially was taken aback by “notorious,”
she later warmed up to her newly established following and
continued to inspire and leave a lasting legacy that will prevail for
many generations to come.
2

Ken Rudin, “The ‘Jewish Seat’ On The Supreme Court,” NPR, May 28, 2009,
https://www.npr.org/sections/politicaljunkie/2009/05/heres_a_question_from_ca
rol.html.
3
“Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg: Dissenting For Democracy,” People For the
American Way, July 2014,
https://www.pfaw.org/report/justice-ruth-bader-ginsburg-dissenting-fordemocracy/. A dissent, or “dissenting opinion,” is a written statement
expressing disagreement with the majority opinion of the court which
gives reason to question the judgment.
4
Morgan Brinlee, “Who Coined Notorious RBG? Here’s The History Of Ruth
Bader Ginsburg’s Nickname,” Bustle, September 19, 2020.
www.bustle.com/rule-breakers/who-coined-notorious-rbg-heres-the-history-ofruth-bader-ginsburgs-nickname-13163770.
5
Shana Knizhnik and Irin Camron, Notorious RBG: The Life and Times of Ruth
Bader Ginsburg (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 2015).
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“Every now and then, it helps to be a little deaf...that advice
has stood me in good stead. Not simply in dealing with my
marriage, but in dealing with my colleagues.”6
Ruth Bader Ginsburg was born Joan Ruth Bader in Brooklyn, New
York, on March 15, 1933, to Nathan (1896–1968) and Celia Bader
(1902–1950). Her only sibling, Marilyn Bader (1927–1934),
tragically passed away from spinal meningitis at the age of six.7
Her mother, Cecelia, passed away due to cancer the day before
Justice Ginsburg graduated from high school in 1950.8
After graduating from James Madison High School in
Brooklyn, New York, Justice Ginsburg attended Cornell
University from 1950–1954, where she majored in government;
this set a strong foundation for her legal education and her notable
career.9 During her time at Cornell, she met her late husband,
Martin Ginsburg (1932–2010). Justice Ginsburg often stated that
he “was the first boy I met who cared that I had a brain.”10 After
graduating from Cornell University in 1954, the two wed later that
year and had their first child, Jane Ginsburg, in 1955. They
continued their education together at Harvard Law School from
1956–1958. During her time at Harvard, Justice Ginsburg
overcame many obstacles, which included balancing motherhood
6

Stanford University, Stanford Rathbun Lecture 2017 - Ruth Bader Ginsburg,
YouTube Video, 1:27:15, February 10, 2017,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=83XnwyWg_q8.
7
Ruth Bader Ginsburg, The Way Women Are: Transformative Opinions and
Dissents of Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg, edited by Cathy Cambron. New York:
Welcome Rain Publishers LLC, 2020.
8
Blaine Friedlander. “Supreme Court Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg ‘54 Dies,”
Cornell Chronicle, September 18, 2020,
https://news.cornell.edu/stories/2020/09/supreme-court-justice-ruth-baderginsburg-54-dies.
9
Ibid.
10
Rachel E. Greenspan, “‘The Only Person I Have Loved.’ Inside Ruth Bader
Ginsburg’s History-Shaping Marriage of Equals,” Time, September 19, 2020.
https://time.com/5488428/ruth-bader-ginsburg-marriage-equals/.
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with law school, and being one of only nine women in her maledominated class of five hundred. The dean and her professors
frequently berated her place at Harvard Law because she
“occupied a seat that could have gone to a man.”11
In 1956, Martin Ginsburg was diagnosed with testicular
cancer during his second year of law school. Not one to let a hard
time defeat her, Justice Ginsburg attended all of her husband’s
classes, in addition to her own, to take notes for him. She also
tended to her young daughter Jane and still maintained her position
as the top scholar of her class. After Martin recovered from his
battle with cancer, he joined the law firm Weil, Gotshal & Manges
in New York. To keep her family together, Justice Ginsburg
transferred from Harvard Law School in Massachusetts to
Columbia University in New York, where she graduated at the top
of her class in 1959.
Despite being at the top of her class at both Harvard Law
and Columbia, Justice Ginsburg struggled to secure employment as
an attorney due to gender-based discrimination. In 1960, when a
dean at Harvard Law School, Professor Sachs, recommended
Justice Felix Frankfurter (1882–1965) of the Supreme Court hire
Ginsburg as a law clerk, Justice Frankfurter stated that “while the
candidate was impressive, he just wasn’t ready to hire a woman
and so couldn’t offer a job to Ruth Bader Ginsburg.”12
After clerking with United States District Judge Edmund L.
Palmieri (1907–1989) from 1959 to 1961, Justice Ginsburg
became a professor at Rutgers University Law School from 1963
to 1972. Following her time educating at Rutgers, Justice Ginsburg
became a professor at Columbia University from 1972 to 1980,
where she became the school’s first female tenured professor.

11

“Ruth Bader Ginsburg,” Oyez, accessed March 27, 2021.
https://www.oyez.org/justices/ruth_bader_ginsburg.
12
Neil A Lewis, “Rejected as a Clerk, Chosen as a Justice - Ruth Bader
Ginsburg,” The New York Times, June 15, 1993,
https://www.nytimes.com/1993/06/15/us/rejected-as-a-clerk-chosen-as-a-justiceruth-bader-ginsburg.html.
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In the 1970s, she teamed up with the American Civil
Liberties Union (ACLU). She served as their Women’s Rights
Project Director, where she argued six cases before the United
States Supreme Court concentrating on gender equality; she won
five of the six cases.13 Justice Ginsburg believed the law was
gender-blind and should not discriminate based on race and sex.
She continued to hold this belief well into her legal career, and, in
1980, she was appointed to the United States Court of Appeals for
the District of Columbia by then-President Jimmy Carter. In 1993,
then-President Bill Clinton appointed her to the United States
Supreme Court to fill the vacant spot left by Justice Byron White
(1962–1993). The Senate confirmed her nomination in a 96-3
vote.14
“Real change, enduring change, happens one step at a time.”15
The following court cases highlight only some of Justice
Ginsburg’s many achievements in the courtroom. Each case covers
a different area of her influence, ranging from her first genderdiscrimination case to her famous dissents, and, further, to her
work against equal pay discrimination between men and women.

13

Anthony D. Romero, “In Memory of Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg (19332020),” ACLU, September 19, 2020, https://www.aclu.org/news/civilliberties/in-memory-of-justice-ruth-bader-ginsburg-1933-2020/. Justice
Ginsburg won Frontiero v. Richardson, 411 US 677 (1973), Edwards v. Healy,
421 US 772 (1975), Weinberger v. Wiesenfeld, 420 US 636 (1975), Califano v.
Goldfarb, 430 US 199 (1977), and Duren v. Missouri, 439 US 357 (1979). She
lost Kahn v. Shevin, 16 US 351 (1974).
14
“Ruth Bader Ginsburg,” History.com, accessed March 24, 2021,
https://www.history.com/topics/womens-history/ruth-bader-ginsburg.
15
“Ruth Bader Ginsburg,” Oyez; RBG, directed by Betsy West and Julie Cohen
(2018; Los Angeles, CA: Magnolia Home Entertainment, 2018).
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“On the Basis of Sex”16
In 1972, Justice Ginsburg argued her first case regarding gender
discrimination in Charles E. Moritz v. Commissioner of Internal
Revenue, 469 F. 2d 466 (10th Cir. 1972), in which evidence of
gender discrimination against a man was ultimately used to pave
the way for gender equality. The case was argued in the United
States Court of Appeals for the Tenth Circuit, where the court held
that discrimination based on sex constituted a violation of the
Equal Protection Clause of the United States Constitution. Justice
Ginsburg argued that the plaintiff, Charles Moritz, claimed a tax
deduction for the cost of a caregiver for his mother. The Internal
Revenue Service denied him the deduction because it was limited
to “a woman, a widower or divorce, or a husband whose wife is
incapacitated or institutionalized.”17
Since Moritz had never married, Justice Ginsburg and her
legal team made a strong case by drawing upon the expenses of
Moritz’s mother. Their case rested upon Moritz’s inability to be
employed, the denial of the deduction to a man that never married,
and its comparison to women and widowers, divorces, and
husbands under certain circumstances. They argued that it was
arbitrary, irrational, and denied due process if the provision denied
the deduction to a man who has not married.18 This ultimately led
to the reversal of the earlier decision imposed by the Tax Court,
now concluding that the taxpayer, Charles Moritz, was entitled to
the deduction claimed.

16

Charles E. Moritz v. Commissioner of Internal Revenue, 469 F. 2d 466 (10th
Circ. 1972).
17
Ibid.
18
Ibid.
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“The Way Women Are”19
In 1990, the Virginia Military Institute (VMI) in Lexington,
Virginia, became the state’s only remaining single-sex public
college or university with the favorability of men. In United States
v. Virginia, 518 US 515 (4th Cir. 1996), the United States
government sued the state of Virginia, claiming that gender-based
admission at a public university violated the Fourteenth
Amendment’s guarantee of equal protection of laws to all persons.
The government relied heavily on the United States Supreme
Court’s gender discrimination cases that Justice Ginsburg had
argued and won as a lawyer in the 1970s, ultimately ruling that
VMI had to open its doors to women.20
Virginia attempted to circumvent the ruling by establishing
a new program at a private women’s college that paralleled the
VMI experience. The Virginia Women’s Institute for Leadership
(VWIL) provided an opportunity for women to participate in
similar activities to those offered at VMI; however, in Justice
Ginsburg’s opinion, the standards and experiences offered at the
women’s institute fell short of those offered to the men. Justice
Ginsburg’s opinion acknowledged the physical differences
between the sexes, stating: “Inherent differences between men and
women, we have come to appreciate, remain cause for celebration,
but not for denigration of the members of either sex or for artificial
constraints on an individual’s opportunity.”21 Just as she
consistently briefed and argued gender discrimination cases in the
United States Supreme Court in the 1970s, Ginsburg continued to
keep her focus on the way gender stereotypes distort and obstruct
human potential.
19

United States v. Virginia, 518 US 515.
Ginsburg, The Way Women Are: Transformative Opinions and Dissents of
Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg. In the 1970s, Justice Ginsburg won two cases—
Reed v. Reed, 404 US (1971) and Frontero v. Richardson, 411 US 677 (1973)—
where men were denied Social Security survivors benefits because they were
men. These cases paved the way for United States v. Virginia 518 US 515.
21
United States v. Virginia, 518 US 515.
20
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In her deciding vote, she stated, “[g]eneralizations about
‘the way women are’ estimates of what is appropriate for most
women, no longer justify denying opportunity to women whose
talent and capacity place them outside the average description.”22
In a world of consistent comparison between women and men on a
physical level, the admittance of women into VMI opened a new
gateway to gender equality by not limiting the opportunity to the
physical differences between a man and a woman. Women were
now allowed to engage in the same rigorous physical activity
imposed by the VMI that a man would experience at the
institution.
“I Dissent.”23
The Bush v. Gore, 531 US 98 (2000) case served as a prominent
case in Justice Ginsburg’s legal career. It resulted in a halt on a
state recount of the presidential candidates, George W. Bush and
Al Gore, in the presidential election of 2000. In the United States,
presidential elections rely on the Electoral College to declare who
will be the president rather than the popular vote.24 On November
7, 2000, the Democratic presidential candidate Al Gore had won
the popular vote; however, the vote of the Electoral College
remained unclear for nearly another month.
The morning after the election, Republican nominee
George W. Bush had 246 electoral votes while Democratic
nominee Al Gore had a total of 250 votes. In order to secure the
presidential office, a candidate must obtain a total of 270 electoral
votes. The stand-still fell on three states—Wisconsin, Oregon, and
Florida—whose votes became too close to call. After a few days,
Wisconsin and Oregon added their votes to Gore’s count; however,

22

United States v. Virginia, 518 US 515.
Bush v. Gore, 531 US 98 (2000).
24
The Electoral College is made up of representatives selected by state voting.
The popular vote is the vote of all voters in the nation as a whole.
23
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Florida’s twenty-five electoral votes remained in the air, and
neither candidate could reach the required 270.
The closeness of the vote in Florida triggered a machine
recount, and on November 26, Florida certified Bush as the winner
of the Florida election by 537 votes. Gore challenged this count,
and the Bush campaign asked the Florida Supreme Court to
recount more than 70,000 ballots that the machine counters had
initially rejected. Bush appealed to the United States Supreme
Court, which halted the count on December 9. On December 12,
the court ruled that the recount order was unconstitutional,
ultimately granting the presidency to Bush.25
Justice Ginsburg, along with three other justices, dissented
from this ruling.26 What was most significant in Justice Ginsburg’s
dissent was the famously omitted word “respectfully.”27 She
argued that the Florida Supreme Court should be allowed to
determine how to select Florida’s representatives to the Electoral
College. She also stated, “a prophecy the Court’s own judgment
will not allow to be tested. Such an untested prophecy should not
decide the Presidency of the United States.”28
“The Ball Lies in Congress’s Court.”29
The case of Ledbetter v. Goodyear Tire & Rubber Co., 550 US 618
(2007) concentrates on the issue of equal pay between men and
women. The plaintiff in the case, Lilly Ledbetter, was a manager at
25

Ginsburg, The Way Women Are: Transformative Opinions and Dissents of
Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg.
26
“Supreme Court, Split 5-4, Halts Florida Count in Blow to Gore,” The New
York Times, December 10, 2000,
https://www.nytimes.com/2000/12/10/politics/supreme-court-split-54-haltsflorida-count-in-blow-to-gore.html. The Justices who voted to grant the stay
were the conservative Justices. The liberal members dissented.
27
Ginsburg. The Way Women Are: Transformative Opinions and Dissents of
Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg, 142.
28
Bush v. Gore, 531 US 98.
29
Ledbetter v. Goodyear Tire & Rubber Co., 550 US 618 (2007).
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a Goodyear Tire and Rubber plant in Alabama for nineteen years
(1979–1998). Before her planned retirement from the company,
she received an anonymous note containing salary information
claiming that she received about $1,500 a month less than the
department’s lowest-paid man with the same job. Goodyear’s
position was that Ledbetter’s payment was less “because her
performance was poor.”30 However, evidence that the company
had awarded her as a top performer undermined this claim.31
Justice Ginsburg’s vigorous dissent in the case led to a
challenge aimed at Congress to change the wage discrimination
law. According to Justice Ginsburg, “the ball is in Congress’
court.”32 With that, Congress passed the Lilly Ledbetter Fair Pay
Act of 2009, which reinstituted the wage discrimination law in
which Justice Ginsburg’s dissent advocated.33 In 2009, thenPresident Barack Obama signed the Lilly Ledbetter Fair Pay Act
into law.
Justice Ginsburg overcame many obstacles in her
educational and legal careers. She looked adversity in the face and
refused to back down. She issued many powerful dissents over the
years and, when faced with discrimination, stood tall and fought
for equality. As an opponent of gender and race-based
discrimination, many of her notable cases paved the way for
gender and racial equality and have provided the essential
foundation for the crucial work that still needs to be done.

30

Ledbetter v. Goodyear, 550 US 618.
Ginsburg, The Way Women Are: Transformative Opinions and Dissents of
Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg.
32
Ledbetter v. Goodyear, 550 US 618.
33
Ibid.
31
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“Fight for the things that you care about, but do it in a way
that will lead others to join you.”34
In 2015, the Harvard Radcliffe Institute held their annual
Radcliffe Day event where Dean Elizabeth Cohen presented
Justice Ginsburg with the Radcliffe Medal, an award intended to
honor an individual “who has had a transformative impact on
society.”35 When asked what advice she had for young women
today, Justice Ginsburg replied: “Fight for the things that you care
about, but do it in a way that will lead others to join you.”36
This quote is perhaps most emblematic of how Justice
Ginsburg lived her life. With her tenacity for legal arguments,
personal strength and determination, and advocacy for equal
rights, she was known as someone who “knocked on closed doors,
opened them, and held them open for others.”37 She led by
example and inspired a generation of people, both women and
men alike, to fight for equality and stand up in the face of
discrimination and bigotry. Her “notorious” dissents remind us to
be mindful and resilient, understanding, yet firm in our
convictions, and composed but passionate.
Beginning with her early career in law, Justice Ginsburg
fought for gender equality and women’s rights, where she turned
adversity into opportunity. She set in motion the fight to persuade
the courts that the Fourteenth Amendment applied to women, as
34

Harvard University, “Radcliffe Day 2015 | Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg ||
Radcliffe Institute,” July 17, 2015, YouTube, 1:09:09,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_GzhWFhOJV4.
35
Harvard Radcliffe Institute, “Radcliffe Medalists,”
https://www.radcliffe.harvard.edu/about-radcliffe/radcliffe-medalists. Other
Radcliffe Medal recipients include Lena Horne (1987), Toni Morrison (2007),
Sandra Day O’Connor (2009), Gwen Ifill and Judy Woodruff (2017), Hilary
Clinton (2018), and Delores Huerta (2019).
36
Harvard University.
37
Colleen Walsh, “Honoring Ruth Bader Ginsburg,” The Harvard Gazette, May
29, 2015, https://news.harvard.edu/gazette/story/2015/05/honoring-ruth-baderginsburg/.
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well as racial and ethnic minorities, arguing “that word, ‘any
person,’ covers women as well as men.”38 In 1971, she wrote her
first United States Supreme Court brief for Reed v. Reed, 404 US
(1971) in which she raised the constitutional issue of whether the
state automatically preferred men over women as executors of
state. The all-male justices responded with a unanimous “no”; this
marked the first time the court struck down a law that
discriminated based on gender and commenced a shift in the
course of history.
Truly advocating for gender equality and recognizing the
need to persuade male, tradition-based judges, Justice Ginsburg
sought out cases of gender discrimination in which she could
demonstrate how discrimination against women also harmed men.
In her oral argument in front of the United States Supreme Court
for the 1975 case, Weinberg v. Wiesenfeld, 420 US 636 (1975),
Justice Ginsburg stated, “[t]his absolute exclusion, based on
gender per se, operates to the disadvantage of female workers,
their surviving spouses, and their children.”39 The maledominated United States Supreme Court agreed with Justice
Ginsburg, delivering an 8-0 majority and overturning the statute.
Unafraid to question precedent and unwilling to
compromise her views, she became known as “The Great
Dissenter.”40 On the importance of dissents, she stated:
Dissents speak to a future age. It’s not simply to
say, ‘My colleagues are wrong, and I would do it
38

Nina Totenberg, “Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg, Champion Of Gender
Equality, Dies At 87,” NPR, September 18, 2020,
https://www.npr.org/2020/09/18/100306972/justice-ruth-bader-ginsburgchampion-of-gender-equality-dies-at-87.
39
Ibid.; “Weinberger v. Wiesenfeld,” Oyez, accessed March 27, 2021,
https://www.oyez.org/cases/1974/73-1892.
40
Atiba Ellis, “The Great Dissent: Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg and Shelby
County v. Holder,” Oxford Human Rights Hub: A Global Perspective on Human
Rights, April 2021, http://ohrh.law.ox.ac.uk/the-great-dissent-justice-ruth-baderginsburg-and-shelby-county-v-holder/.
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this way.’ But the greatest dissents do become court
opinions and gradually over time their views
become the dominant view. So that’s the dissenter’s
hope: that they are writing not for today, but for
tomorrow.41
She dissented in around 115 United States Supreme Court cases,
most famously the Bush v. Gore case in 2000, and concurred in
part/dissented in part in around 14 cases.
Ruth Bader Ginsburg is undoubtedly a heroic figure who
changed the world for women. She faced gender-based
discrimination throughout her education and career and dedicated
her life to fighting for all others who faced it as well. Justice
Ginsburg was an advocate for equal rights based on gender and
race, those with mental disabilities, environmental justice, the
removal of partisan politics in drawing political maps, voting
rights, and abortion, to name a few. During her twenty-seven-year
term as a United States Supreme Court Justice, Ginsburg fought
for equality for all through personal hardships and turbulent times.
She did not miss a day of oral arguments between the time she
became a Justice in 1993 and 2018.42 Ginsburg showed her
dedication and ambition time and time again, showing up to court
no matter the personal hurdles. She served directly after surgery
for colon cancer in 1999 and when she underwent chemotherapy
on and off between 1999 and 2019. “Notorious RBG” even served
the day after her beloved husband passed away in 2010.
She came to be viewed as calculated, powerful, unshakable,
and as the embodiment of Justices who held liberal views of the
law. In 2010 during the presidency of Barack Obama, Justice
41

Rebecca Mennecke, “The Notorious RBG: Mural at Artisan Forge Honors
Ginsberg,” October 22, 2020,
https://volumeone.org/articles/2020/10/22/267782-the-notorious-rbg-newmural-at-artisan-forge. Local artist Enamel Hands painted a mural of Justice
Ginsburg after her passing with the words “Our Lady of Dissent” in Wisconsin..
42
She missed an oral argument in December 2018 because she was recovering
from lung cancer surgery and a subsequent fall in which she broke three ribs.
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Ginsburg refused to retire as long as she was mentally sharp
enough to perform her duties. She received some backlash for this
decision, as progressives called for Justice Ginsburg to retire
while Democrats controlled the Senate. She refused again in 2013
for fear that Republicans would use the filibuster to prevent thenPresident Obama from appointing a new like-minded Justice. She
continued as justice for seven more years. During this time, she
delivered important decisions and dissents in cases like Shelby
County v. Holder, 570 US 529 (dissent, 2013), Burwell v. Hobby
Lobby Stores, 573 US 682 (dissent, 2014), Arizona State
Legislature v. Arizona Independent Redistricting Commission,
576 US 787 (majority decision, 2015), and Timbs v. Indiana, 586
US (majority decision, 2019).43
“[I would like to be remembered as] someone who used
whatever talent she had to do her work to the best of her
ability.”44
In 2019, Justice Ginsburg underwent radiation treatment for
pancreatic cancer, which she had been battling on and off since
2009. She was briefly cancer-free until February 2020, when the
cancer in her pancreas returned. In May, the news was made
public in a statement issued by Justice Ginsburg. Responding to
questions about her retirement, she stated, “I have often said I

43

“Arizona State Legislature v. Arizona Independent Redistricting
Commission,” Oyez, accessed May 3, 2021.
https://www.oyez.org/cases/2014/13-1314; “Timbs v. Indiana,” Oyez, accessed
May 3, 2021. https://www.oyez.org/cases/2018/17-1091; and “Burwell v. Hobby
Lobby Stores,” Oyez, accessed May 3, 2021.
https://www.oyez.org/cases/2013/13-354.
44
Ruth Bader Ginsburg, interview by Irin Camron, “Exclusive Justice Ruth
Bader Ginsburg interview: Full transcript,” MSNBC, February 17, 2015,
https://www.msnbc.com/msnbc/exclusive-justice-ruth-bader-ginsburginterview-full-transcript-msna531191.
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would remain a member of the Court as long as I can do the job
full steam. I remain fully able to do that.”45
Justice Ginsburg was very aware that her poor health came
at a turbulent time in United States politics. Then-President
Donald Trump was nearing his final days in the presidency, and
controversies arose regarding the nomination and confirmation of
a new Justice. Days before her death, she made a statement to her
granddaughter, Clara Spera, regarding her fears: “My most
fervent wish is that I will not be replaced until a new President is
installed.”46 She continued to carry out her judicial duties as
justice until her death on September 18, 2020. Despite Justice
Ginsburg’s wishes and Senate Majority Leader Mitch
McConnell’s previous statements cautioning against appointing a
new justice at the end of a presidential term, Republican Amy
Coney Barrett was appointed as her successor on October 27,
2020.
Justice Ginsburg’s passing sent shockwaves throughout the
world. Thousands of people gathered in front of the United States
Supreme Court to pay their respects, lay flowers, light candles,
and leave messages. Due to COVID-19 restrictions, her casket
was placed outside the Supreme Court’s west entrance so the
public could mourn her passing and pay their respects. Over the
next two days, thousands of people lined up to pay tribute to the
pathbreaking champion of women’s rights and equality. Public
sentiments of love, gratitude, and mourning began to flood public
platforms where she was heralded as a feminist icon and hero.
United States Supreme Court Justice Sonia Sotomayor issued a
statement that reads, “Ruth lived a profoundly meaningful life,
45

Ruth Bader Ginsburg, “Statement from Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg,”
Supreme Court Press Releases, July 17, 2020,
https://www.supremecourt.gov/publicinfo/press/pressreleases/pr_07-17-20.
46
Philip Ewing, “Granddaughter Presages Battle Royale: When Will New
Justice Be Confirmed?,” accessed March 27, 2021,
https://www.npr.org/sections/death-of-ruth-baderginsburg/2020/09/18/914643289/granddaughter-presages-battle-royale-whenwill-new-justice-be-confirmed.
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and the numerous ways in which she changed ours will never be
forgotten.”47 This sentiment can undoubtedly be echoed by
millions of women as Ruth Bader Ginsburg undeniably changed
the way the world is for women in the United States.

“Vigil outside of the Supreme Court after the passing of Ruth Bader Ginsburg.”
Courtesy of Yashi Mori.48

Justice Ginsburg was a strong proponent of the idea that
“Real change, enduring change, happens one step at a time.”49
Therefore, she advocated for attacking specific areas of
discrimination one at a time rather than enacting sweeping
limitations on gender-and-race-based discrimination. She believed
that meaningful social change should come from Congress, not the
47

“Statements from the Supreme Court Regarding the Death of Associate
Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg,” September 19, 2020,
https://www.supremecourt.gov/publicinfo/press/pressreleases/pr_09-19-20.
48
Mori, Yashi, “Vigil for Ruth Bader Ginsburg at Supreme Court, 2020,”
Wikimedia Commons,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Vigil_for_Ruth_Bader_Ginsburg_at_
Supreme_Court_(50365304203).jpg.
49
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courts. However, direct involvement in the judicial system is not
the only way to enact change. Social movements throughout
history have demonstrated that many believe change comes from
the general public. Historically, support for change in the United
States has come from social movements and community
organizations from all over the country. This pattern is apparent in
the Civil Rights Movement in the 1960s, the Chicano/a movements
in the 1970s, LGBTQ movements in the 1980s, third wave
feminism in the 1990s, and the gay rights movement in the 2000s.
Today, we see large-scale social activism occurring in response to
police brutality, violence against Asian Americans in the United
States, transgender rights, immigration reform, and racial and
gender inequality. Like Justice Ginsburg, the general public has
challenged Congress, injustice, and inequality; however, they have
done so through large-scale social movements.
Justice Ginsburg’s life and legacy should encourage us all
to be kind, passionate people who strive for equality and the
betterment of society for everyone. She should inspire us to do
something outside of ourselves to fight for real and enduring
change. However, she also reminds us that there is still much
work to be done to make the world a better place, even if it is not
always kind to us in return. Her dedication and commitment to
equality and her willingness to depart from tradition to better the
world for those after her will hopefully inspire generations to
come. Justice Ginsburg opened doors for us, so let us ensure we
open doors for the generations to come.
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